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House of Burgess: Another day at Ebert's 
festival 


Richard Roeper, Chaz Ebert answer questions 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


I arrived Friday at the 17th annual Ebertfest during the closing moments of 
the first panel discussion of the day, “Filmmaking in the Digital Age.” The 
session was being held in the Pine Lounge of the Illini Union on the campus 


of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 


This was the third day of the week-long celebration started by late Chicago 


Sun-Times film critic Roger Ebert, who died at age 70 in 2013. 


I sat and awaited the “Criticism Forum,” moderated by Godfrey Cheshire, 
critic and “Moving Midway” director. The panel included Michael Phillips 
(Chicago Tribune), Sam Fragoso (Movie Mezzanine), Nell Minow (Movie 
Mom), Susan Wloszczyna (formerly of USA Today), Scott Foundas (Variety), 
Matt Zoller Seitz (RogerEbert.com editor-in-chief), Rebecca Theodore- 
Vachon (RogerEbert.com contributor), Glenn Kenny (formerly of Premiere), 
Richard Roeper (Chicago Sun-Times) and Brian Tallerico (RogerEbert.com 


managing editor.) 


I had the opportunity to ask the final question of the Q&A portion. I wanted 
to know if the emergence of the Internet and the constant connectivity 


changed the way they wrote, even if they didn’t mean for it to. 


“Filmmakers do have an agenda,” Theodore-Vachon said. “There are actors 
and actresses on Twitter who have hit me up where I may review a movie 


and they say, ‘I don’t appreciate what you were saying.’” 


Roeper closed the session with a story from his nine years co-hosting “Ebert 
& Roeper.” “I was with Roger backstage at a television show once,” Roeper 
said, “and an actor came up to him, and he had reviewed his movie, and he 
said, ‘You don’t understand; I spent two years of my life working on this 
movie.’ And Roger said, ‘I spent two hours of my life watching what you did 


with it.’” 


At the Virginia Theater, the first movie of the day was the 2014 French film 
“Girlhood.” There were certain scenes (namely the hotel room scene where 
the four friends sing and dance to Rihanna’s “Diamonds”) that I haven’t 


been able to stop thinking about. 


Up next was the 1926 silent film “Son of the Sheik,” with musical 
accompaniment by the Alloy Orchestra. There are still elements of the silent 
film format that I don’t fully grasp. (If they could do title cards, why couldn’t 
they do subtitles? Why are certain words being transcribed and others not?) 
Rudolph Valentino, who died unexpectedly right before this film was 
released, was a great, gorgeous actor who could have easily been a star 
whenever he was born. It was a little difficult for me to get past the rape 
scene in the middle of the movie and then somehow try to get excited the 


lovers finally reconciled. 


I then had a chance to interview Roger’s wife, Chaz Ebert. “Every single 
year I’ve always chosen films as well,” she said. “So that’s why I wasn’t 
afraid to keep things going, because I have a strong sense of cinema as 


well.” 


I asked her about the campaign to create a center named for Roger in the U 
of I College of Media, which is around $2.5 million from completion, 
according to an April 2 report by Caryn Rousseau of The Associated Press. 
“The thing that’s beautiful about it is, because it’s not a bricks-and-mortar 


building, we don’t have to raise $70 million or $100 million,” Chaz said. 


The night ended with a screening of the 1993 directorial debut of Robert De 
Niro, “A Bronx Tale.” Just two 35mm copies of the film exist, and we were 
watching Martin Scorsese’s print. (The only other one belongs to De Niro.) I 
had never seen it before, but I loved it. Actor/writer Chazz Palminteri and 
producer Jon Kilik were joined on stage later to be interviewed by Roeper 


and Leonard Maltin. 


Palminteri said he had been performing it as a one-man show and had been 
offered $1 million to part with the story when he was nearly broke, but 
turned it down. Immediately after, De Niro saw the show, offered to direct 
but allowed Palminteri to act and leave the script untouched. The tale 
reminded me of something I always got from Roger’s writing: knowing the 


value of your own story. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


